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(57) Abstract: A method and system for providing owners, potential buyers and other users of autographed items such as sports 
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the autographer, etc. T\\t image may be captured by a camera mounted on a pen or other writing instrument. 
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METHOD AND APPARATUS FOR AUTHENTICATING UNIQUE ITEMS 
SUCH AS SPORTS MEMORABILIA 

1 Background 

There are established methods and systems for certifying the authenticity of autographed 
5 sports memorabilia Such methods are described in U.S. Patent Nos. 5^67,756 and 5,380,047 
(Molee et al.). The systems described in these patents require a sticker or label attached to the 
autographed article using a tamper-proof adhesive. The sticker or label bears a holographic image 
and a unique code number. A certificate of authenticity is issued with the autographed article 
which bears a like or different hologram with the same unique code number. The certificate of 

1 0 authenticity is signed by a witness to the signing event A registration entity maintains a master 
Ust of the autographed articles and their associated code numbers. The registration entity also 
operates a 'liotline" whereby purchasers can register articles authenticated in this manner or 
potential buyers can verify authenticity. 

U.S. Patent No. 5,306,049 (Schireck) describes a system for authenticating sports 

1 5 memorabilia in which the autographer's fingerprint is afBxed to the autographed article and an 
authentication certificate. Alternatively, U.S. Patent No. 5,737,886 (Knickemeyer) discloses a 
system in which an electronic fingerprint, such as a diffraction grating pattern, personal to the 
autographer and the item to be signed is affixed to the item near the signature. The electronic 
fingerprint is mechanically or optically read so that the item can be registered. A certificate of 

20 authenticity is issued. 

Finally, I IS. Patent No, 5,971,435 (DiCesare et al.) describes a system for verifying the 
authenticity of an autograph in which an signing event is witnessed. An identifying code number 
is affixed to the autographed item. A voucher with details of the autographing event contains the 
same identifying code mmiber. A certificate of authenticity is issued which bears a different code 

25 number than the item and the voucher. A database contains the code numbers affixed to the item 
and the certificate of authenticity. Subsequent transfers of ownership may be recorded. 
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2. Summary 

An embodiment of the present invention is generally directed to a method of 
authenticating imique autographed items, such as sports memorabilia items, trading cards of all 
5 shapes, sizes, formats, mediums and compositions (including gold, porcelain, metal, digital and 
commemorative trading cards), photographs, motivational prints, standees, lithographs, mini- 
jersey replicas, plaques, plates, trophies, autographed sports apparel, autographed sports 
equipment, magazine covers, pins, medallions, eels, figurines, steins, tankards, coins, signed art 
works, signed book editions, and musical and cinematic memorabilia (e.g., album covers, t-shirts, 

10 posters, etc.). The term "item" as used hereinafter encompasses all of the aforementioned types of 
memorabilia and collectibles. Li this embodiment of the invention, owners and potential buyers 
of autographed items are provided with visual proof of the signing event. The method involves 
capturing a video or photographic image of the signing event, storing the image on a computer 
readable medium along with information related to the signing event, and allowing the owner of 

15 the signed memorabilia or others access to the image and/or information. The image may be 
captured in an analog or a digital format. 

In an embodiment of the invention, the owner may receive a computer readable mediimi 
(along with the memorabilia item) containing computer readable instructions for accessing the 
image and/or information. The computer readable instructions given to the owner may also be 

20 usable to create other computer readable instructions that can be transferred to a potential buyer, 
allowing the potential buyer to access the image and/or information or a limited portion thereof. 
Another embodiment of the invention is directed to an apparatus for capturing the image 
of the signing event. The apparatus includes a camera mounted on the writing instrument used by 
the autographer. The apparatus may further include image stabilization/centering, image 

25 triggering, or signer identification elements. 
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3, B rief Description of the Drawings 

Fig. 1 depicts the major elements of an embodiment of the system and method for 
authenticating unique, autographed memorabiha items according to the present invention; and 

Fig. 2 illustrates an embodiment of the pen-mounted camera apparatus according to the 
5 present invention. 

Fig. 3 A is a front view of another embodiment of the pen-moxmted camera according to 
the present invention. 

Fig. 3B is a right side view of another embodiment of the pen-mounted camera according 
to the present invention. 

10 Fig. 3C is a top plan view of another embodiment of the pen-moimted camera apparatus 

according to the present invention. 

Fig. 4 illustrates a sample database record which may be used in an embodiment of the 
present invention. ^ 
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4. Detailed Description 

Embodiments of the present invention relate to systems and methods for authenticating 
unique, autographed memorabilia items by allowing memorabilia owners and potential buyers to 
have access to image(s) of the signing event and signing-related information. A potential buyer is 
5 any individual or entity other than the memorabilia item owner. Embodiments of the invention 
are also directed to computer readable instruction for allowing the owner of a memorabilia item or 
a potential buyer to access signing event images or signing-related information. Furthermore, 
embodiments of the invention are directed to a pen-mounted camera that may be used to capture 
images of the signing event. 

10 FIG. 1 depicts an embodiment of the invention in which an authenticating representative 4 

observes the autographer 1 signing memorabilia item 3 using a writing instrument 2, such as an 
mk pen or marker. The memorabilia item 3 may be initially unsigned or may abready be marked 
with the signatures of other autographers. The authenticating representative 4 may verify the 
identity of autographer 1 prior to his/her signing of the signature 10 on memorabiUa item 3. As 

15 autographer 1 signs the memorabilia item 3, a camera 5 captures a photographic or video image of 
the signing event. The term "image" as used herein includes, without limitation, single still 
images, sequences of multiple images, video recordings and portions thereof The term "camera" 
means any image capturing device including, without limitation, a video camera, still camera, 
digital camera, charge-coupled device (CCD) camera, infrared camera or sensing array, etc. The 

20 image may focus on the item being signed or on the autographer, among other targets, the process 
of capturing an image may include preparing the image for stomge on a computer readable 
medium by, for example, cropping a snapshot-type image to center around a particular target, 
editing a video clip to include only a portion of the frames taken by the camera, or digitally 
editing the image to improve picture quality. For an image composed of multiple frames, the 

25 frame rate of unage capture may differ from the frame rate at which the image or a portion thereof 
is replayed. For example, the frame rate of replay may be slower that the fimne rate of capture. 

The image (or a portion thereof) may be stored on an appropriate medium. For example, a 
physical image of the signing event may be captured using a conventional camera and then stored 
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on photographic film or a video cassette. In an alternative embodiment of the invention, an 
electronic image of the signing event may be captured using a digital camera and may be stored 
on a SmartMedia card, ClikStick, floppy disk, compact disk (CD), digital video disk (DVD), hard 
drive or other computer readable medimn. The present invention does not require that the 
5 electronic image be stored on a medium separate from a central server. In an embodiment of the 
present invention, the image may be transmitted in real-time to the central server and stored 
therein. 

In an embodiment in which the camera 5 captures an electronic image of the signing 
event, the image may be transmitted to the central server 7 using either wireless or wire-based 

10 communication channels. Examples of wire-based transmission include coaxial cable, twisted- 
pair telephone wire, electric power ime, fiber optics, leased lines, and the like. Examples of 
wireless transmission include cellular, satellite, radio fi^uency, microwave, and like 
communication systems. In an embodiment in which the camera 5 captures a physical image of 
the signing event, the physical image may be converted to an electronic image using a document 

15 imaging device such as a scanner (not shown) and then transmitted to server 7. The central server 
7 may then store the electronic image in memory 11. 

Electronic images may be stored in memory 11 in the form of database records or 
electronic files. Database records or electronic files containing electronic images may also 
contain signing-related information (e.g., the date and location of the signing event; a record of 

20 ownership; a certificate of authenticity; the name or team afSUation of the autographer; video, 
audio, text, photographic and virtual reality data related to an action, activity, sport, highlight, 
performance statistic or news related to the autographer; the type, manxifacturer/brand and age of 
the memorabilia item; a unique item identifier; and information related to the encryption, 
protection or access of images and signing-related information by the owner or a potential buyer). 

25 In an embodhnent of the invention, a unique item identifier consisting of a radio frequency 

identification (RFID) tag may be affixed to the item 3. The RFID tag may be active (i.e., powered 
by an internal power source) or passive (i.e., powered by signals received from a transceiver unit). 
The RFID tag may be read as the item 3 comes within a specified distance from the camera 5 or 
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writing instrument 2 and the identifying code read from the tag may be stored with the captured 
image. The RFID tag may be encoded with a unique identifying code associated with the 
memorabilia item 3. The RFID tag may also be encoded with information identifying the 
autographer 1 before, during or after the item is signed by the autographer. In an embodiment of 
5 the invention, the RFID tag may be a write-once, read many (WORM) type of tag in which, as the 
name suggest, information may only be written to the tag once but may be read from the tag 
multiple times. 

Other unique item identifiers may include a bar code or diffraction grating pattern aflSxed 
to the item 3. Database records or electronic files may also be categorized according to signing- 

10 related information, as described in more detail below with respect to Figure 4. The database 
records need not be categorized according to information contained in the database records. 

In an embodiment of the invention, the signing-related information may include a 
certificate of authenticity (not shown). The memorabilia item 3 may be marked with a imique 
identifier, such as an alphanumeric code, which is also imprinted on the certificate of authenticity^ 

15 The certificate may be signed by the authenticating representative 4 and/or the autographer 1 

during or after the signing event. The certificate of authenticity need not be a physical document. 
In an embodiment of the invention, the certificate of authenticity is an electronic document and 
the authenticating representative 4 digitally signs (i.e., causes unique identifying electronic 
information to be attached to a document file) the certificate of authenticity. In an alternative 

20 embodiment, a physical certificate of authenticity is created and an electronic copy of the 

certificate of authenticity is created using a docimient imaging device, such as a scanner. In an 
embodiment in which the certificate and image are electronic, the two may be stored as part of a 
single database record or image file or they may be stored as separate files indexed to the same 
memorabilia item-related information, 

25 In another embodiment of the present invention, memorabilia item ownership information, 

i.e. a record of ownership, may be stored and indexed along with the image. The record of 
ownership may include, for example: information related to the present ovraer of the memorabiUa 
item; provenance, or ownership origin, information about the memorabilia item; information on 
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past owners of the memorabilia item; prices paid for the memorabilia item in various transactions; 
information related to offers made to sell or buy the memorabiUa item or for-sale status of the 
memorabilia item; and reports on the condition of the memorabUia item. Information related to 
past and present owners of the memorabilia item may include the owner's name, telephone 
number, address, electronic mail address and other contact information, age, gender or 
information on other items owned by the owner. 

In an embodiment of the invention, central server 7 is connected to a network of 
computers 8 and 9 through network connection 6. Network connection 6 may be any type of 
pubhc or private communication network, including a local area networic, a wide area network, a 
metropolitan area network, Ethernet, private network (e.g., VPN), an intranet or the hitemet. The 
owner of the memorabilia item 3 may access the electronic image of the signing event for 
memorabilia item 3 and other information related to the memorabilia item 3, such as a certificate 
of authenticity or record of ownership, by comiectmg to the network connection 6 through owner 
computer 8. The central server 7 may require the owner to enter identifying information before 
allowing the purchaser to access the electronic image and associated memorabilia-item related 
infonnation. Alternatively, when purchaser buys memorabilia item 3, he/she may also receive a 
computer readable medium, such as a compact disk, floppy disk, digital video disk (DVD), 
SmartMedia card, ClikStick, or an object bearing a magnetic strip or embedded memory chip, 
containing identifying information unique to the memorabilia item. The computer readable 
medium may also contain computer readable instructions that, when executed, perfomi the 
functions necessary to provide the owner access to the images and associated memorabilia item- 
related information, to an embodiment mcorporating a "hotlink" feature, for example, the 
computer readable medium may contain instructions to display on the owner computer 8 an icon, 
button or hyperlink that is activated if the owner clicks a mouse button when the mouse pointer is 
positioned on the hyperlink or screen icon. The icon, button or hyperlink may be contained in a 
browser-based file (e.g., in an HTML or XML format), e-mail file (e.g., in a MIME format) or 
embedded form (e.g.. automatically activated when an object bearing a magnetic strip is swiped). 
By activating the hyperiink or screen icon, the owner causes owner computer 8 to execute further 
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computer readable instructions that connect owner computer 8 to a website, which may be 
identified by a unique Uniform Resource Locator (LJRL), hosted by central server 7 through 
network connection 6. From the website, the owner may access the images and memorabiha 
item-related information. The hotlink feature may also retain a unique owner identification code 

5 and/or password associated with the owner and submit the owner identification code and/or 
password to the central server 7 when activated to obtain access to the images or associated 
memorabilia item-related information for the owner. 

In another embodiment of the uivention, a potential buyer of the memorabilia item 3 or 
other interested party may also access this image and information or a portion or variant thereof 

1 0 by connecting to the central server 7 through the network connection 6 using potential buyer 

computer 9. Owner computer 8 and potential buyer computer 9 may be of the same general type, 
and may even be the same physical device. Limitations on potential buyer access may include, 
for example, denial of access to past transaction price information in the ownership record or 
provision of access to only an altered version of the original signing event image. The potential 

1 5 buyer may be required to submit a password provided by the owner in order to be given access to 
the image and information. Moreover, the owner may be allowed to specify to which unages and 
information a potential buyer should be given access. In a particular embodiment of the 
invention, the owner may create a limited-access hotiink for a potential buyer to use in accessing 
the images and memorabilia item-related information associated with the owner's memorabilia 

20 item. The potential buyer hotiink may retain potential buyer identifying information such as a 
identification code, user name or password and may be usable for a limited duration specified by 
the owner. In another embodiment of the invention, information related to the creation of 
potential buyer hotiinks is included in the stored signing-related mformation, A hotiink may be 
embedded in a stand-alone application, including interactive applications like Macromedia 

25 Director Projector, or a Shockwave file, either of which may also contain information related to 
the autographer. 

Hotiinks may incorporate encryption techniques such as shared private key encryption, 
public/private key encryption or Kerberos encryption. In a shared private key encryption 


wo 01/88884 


-9- 


PCT/USO 1/1 5700 


embodiment, both communicating nodes, e.g., the central server 7 and the owner computer 8, 
typically use the same encryption metiiod in their comummications. In a public/private key 
embodiment, data is typically encrypted using a public key at the sending node and decrypted 
using a private key related to the public key at the receiving node. Public and private key pairs 
5 may be chosen using an algorithm, such as PGP, RSA Laboratories RC algorithms, MARS, 

Rijndael, Serpent and Twofish, and may be uniquely created for each session between nodes. In a 
Kerberos encryption embodiment, the nodes use a shared private key to create a session-specijBc 
private key to be used in communicating data. In an embodiment of the invention, the owner 
hotlink may be usable to create a potential buyer hotlink. In such an embodiment, an encryption 

10 key associated with the potential buyer hotlink may be related to the encryption key associated 
with the owner hotlink. 

Other signing-related information related to an owner's or potential buyer's access to 
signing event images or signing-related information may include exhibition packages, i.e., a set of 
images and/or signing-related information that may be distributed to potential buyers. In an 

15 electronic or conventional auction context, the exhibition package may include an auction alias, 
i.e. a potential buyer hotlink or other limited-access hotlink. 

FIG« 1 depicts an embodiment of the present invention in which the camera 5 as being 
positioned behind the autographer 1 so that the camera captures an image of signature 10 over the 
shoulder of the autographer 1. Other embodiments of the invention may incorporate two cameras, 

20 a first camera S to capture the image of the signature 10 during the signing event and a second 

camera (not shown) to capture an image of the autographer 1 during the signing event. In such an 
embodiment, the images may be captured simultaneously. In this way, the identity of the 
autographer 1 can be verified. In such an embodiment, the second camera may be placed facing 
the autographer 1. 

25 In an alternative embodiment, a first camera may be used to capture an image of the 

signature 10 during the signing event and other identifying means may be used to verify the 
identity of the autographer 1. Such identifying means may include special writiag instruments 
which operate only after the autographer 1 has submitted, and a processor has verified, an 
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identifying password or a biometric reading, such as a fingerprint, DNA sample, retinal scan, or 
facial image submitted by the autographer. Alternatively, the identifying means may be computer 
readable instructions for comparing the hnage of the signature taken during the signing event with 
a stored image of a signature known to have been made by the intended autographer. The 
5 signature images may be compared based on the time taken to complete various portions of the 
signature or the shape of signature features among other things. 

Moreover, even though FIG. 1 illustrates an embodiment in which a standard camera is 
positioned behind the autographer 1, other embodiments of the present invention may use a pen-, 
helmet-, or wrist-mounted camera. Embodiments of a pen-mounted camera are illustrated in FIG. 

10 2 and FIG. 3. In FIG. 2, writing instrument 101 corresponds to writing instrument 2 in FIG. 1 . A 
coupling 102 may be attached to writing instrument 101 on one end and a camera 103 on the other 
end. The pen-mounted camera 103 in FIG, 2 may take the place of, or be used in conjunction 
with, the camera 5 in FIG. 1 . The camera 103 may be a charge-coupled device (CCD) camera 
such as the Panasonic model number GP-CX261 camera. The camera 103 may be angled relative 

15 to the body of the writing instrument 101 so that the image captured by the camera 103 is centered 
on the signature or another selected target The coupling 102 may be flexible to allow the camera 
103 to be positioned. Moreover, the present invention need not use coupling 102 to attach camera 
103 to writing instrument 101; an adhesive, removable clip, pins or other fastening devices may 
be used to attach the camera 103 to the writing instrument 101. In another embodiment of the 

20 mvention, the camera 103 may be integrally incorporated into the body of the writing instrument 
101. In an embodiment of the invention, the position (including the orientation) of the camera 
103 relative to the writing instrument 101 may be changed, for example, to include a selected 
target object (e.g., the signature) within the captured image. Alternatively, the camera 103 may 
be fixed in a particular position m relation to the body of the writing instrument 101. For 

25 example, the camera 103 may be fixedly oriented so as to capture an image of the tip of the 
writing instrument 101. This may be accompUshed by attaching the camera 103 to the writing 
instrument 101 using a coupling 102 that is flexible. Alternatively, the coupling 102 may include 
a rotatable joint (not shown) at one or both of its ends. 
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The image-capturing function of the camera 103 may begin when the camera 103 receives 
a physical or electronic trigger signal from a triggering signal generator (not shown). Examples 
of physical trigger signals include signals generated by pushing a power or start button on the 
camera, removing a cap on the writing instrument or lifting of the writing instrument An 
5 example of an electronic trigger signal is a pulse or edge trigger signal generated by a computer 
communicating with the camera 103 and transmitted to the camera 103 using either wireless or 
wire line systems. The camera 103 may receive a second trigger signal to end image capturing. 

In an embodiment of the invention in which camera 103 captures electronic images, 
connection 104 connects camera 103 to a computer readable memory 105 and images captured by 

10 camera 103 may be sent to memory 105 for storage. Images stored in memory 105 may then be 
selectively sent to transmitter 106 via connection 107 for transmission to a processor (not shown), 
such as the central server 7 shown in FIG. 1 . An alternative embodiment of the invention in 
which all images captured by the camera 103 are transmitted by transmitter 106 to the processor 
does not require a memory 105 to be connected to connection 104. In such an embodiment, 

15 connection 104 may connect camera 103 with transmitter 106. In either type of embodiment, 

connections 104 and 107 may be wire connections (such as coaxial cables, twisted-pair telephone 
wires, fiber optics, electrical power lines, leased lines) or wireless connections (such as cellular, 
satelhte, radio frequency, microwave, or like commimication systems), 

FIG= 3 illustrates another embodiment of a pen-mounted camera. The writing instrument 

20 201 has a body 202. Also contained withia the body 202 are the camera 203, lens 204, power 

source 205, and transmitter 206, The camera 203 may be a charge-coupled device (CCD) camera 
of the type of Panasonic model number GP-CX26i camera. In this particular embodiment of the 
invention, the transmitter 206 is wireless and may send sign£ils using radio frequency, IR, 
microwave or any other frequency transmission via antenna 210. The transmitter may be of the 

25 type of VTX model number MV9 1 5. It may send signals to a receiver (not shown) of the type of 
MVRX402 model. The transmitter 206 may initiate or terminate transmission upon receiving a 
triggering signal from either the camera 203 (e.g., a signal generated by the camera once the 
image or a portion thereof has been captured) or an outside source (e.g., a signal from a computer 
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indicating that it is ready to receive data related to the captured image), hi these embodiments, 
the camera or outside source acts as a triggering signal generator. Alternatively, transmission 
may be initiated and/or terminated periodically or upon the actuation of a button, switch, circuit 
loop or other electromechanical device that produces an electrical signal and is electrically 
5 associated with the transmitter 206. Similarly, the camera 203 may initiate and/or terminate 

image capture upon the receipt of a triggering signal such as a signal received from the transmitter 
206, the actuation of an electromechanical device that produces an electronic signal and is 
electrically associated with the camera, the reading of a unique item identifier or the sensing of 
the proximity of the item. Alternatively, the pen-mounted camera may include a radio frequency, 

10 infrared, microwave or the like receiver (not shown) by which input signals from a source other 
than a component of the pen-moimted camera may be received which may cause the receiver to 
generate a triggering signal. In an embodiment in which a radio frequency (RF) identification tag 
is affixed to the item, the RF identification tag may be set to be readable for a predetermined 
range and may be polled periodically to determine when the item is within the predetermined 

1 5 range of the pen or autographer (based upon \^^ether the tag sends a response to the polling 
signal). In such an embodiment, the triggering signal may be the receipt or loss of the tag's 
response signal. Alternatively, image capture may be initiated and/or terminated periodically. In 
an alternative embodiment of the present invention, the pen-mounted camera apparatus may 
include a sensor (not shown) that determines when the tip 207 is in contact with the item bemg 

20 signed and image capture may be initiated and/or terminated upon receipt of a signal by the 

camera 203 from this sensor. The electromechanical devices, transmitter and sensors discussed 

camera, transmitter and other electrical components of the pen-mounted camera apparatus may be 
powered by a power source 205 such as a battery. The body 202 may have an aperture through 
25 which the lens 204 transTnits hght to be captured by the camera in the form of the image. In an 
embodiment of the invention, the lens 204 may be smaller than the aperture. In an alternative 
embodiment, the lens 204 may be integrated v^th the body so that the no aperture exists or the 
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aperture may be covered with a clear medium. The lens 204 may be concave, convex or flat in 
shape and may be polarized or specially coated to reduce glare or lens transmissivity. 

The body 202 may be designed so as to accommodate the camera 203, transmitter 206 and 
power source 205 in a channel in the body's interior. The body may include a detachable front 
5 cap 209 and/or end cap 208. The writing instrument 201 may be contained in the same channel in 
the body 202 or a separate channel, with the tip 207 of the writing instrument 201 protruding from 
the body 202. The entire writing instrument may be removably attached to the pen-mounted 
camera apparatus. Alternatively, the tip 207 of the writing instrument 201 may be 
interchangeable with other tips. The external shape of the body 202 may be designed to conform 

10 to the shape of a human hand. In an embodiment of the invention, the external shape of the body 
202 may be designed to conform to a particular athlete's hand. 

In another embodiment of the invention, the camera in the pen-mounted camera apparatus 
may be a CMOS imager. In such a system the camera would both capture an image and digitally 
process the image. The CMOS imager camera may include a single computer chip which 

1 5 contains both a photo-detector array and digital image processing circuitry. An example of such a 
chip is the CMOS Imaging Sensor chip manufectured by Mitsubishi. 

FIG. 4 depicts a sample database record that may be used as a format for storage of the 
captured image and signing-related information. Element 301 may contain a unique memorabilia 
item identification code, such as an alphanumeric code. For example, in FIG. 4, the information 

20 in element 301 identifies the item by the alphanumeric code "ABC12345" The alphanumeric 
code may correspond to the information contained in a unique item identifier that may be aSixed 
to the memorabilia item 3, Element 302 may contain information about the autographer, such as 
the autographer' s name. For example, in FIG. 4, the information contained in element 302 
indicates that the autographer was "Joe Dimaggio". Element 303 may identify the field of 

25 endeavor with which the item 3 or autographer 1 is associated. The field of endeavor may be a 
particular sport, e.g., "Baseball", "Basketball", "Football", "Hockey", "Soccer", "Tennis" or other 
sports. In FIG. 4, the information contained in element 303 indicates that the memorabilia item is 
related to the sport of "Baseball". In other embodiments of the invention, the memorabilia item or 
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the autographer may not be related to sports. For example, the item may be an autographed 
musician's guitar, hi such an embodiment, element 303 may identify the item as being related to 
"Music" or to a specific musical genre, e.g., "Rock-and-roll", "Jazz", "Blues", etc. Element 304 
may contam information about the type of memorabiUa item, e.g., a "ball", "bat", "glove" or 
5 'Hmiform", hi FIG. 4, for example, the information contained in element 304 indicates that the 
memorabiUa item is a "Baf Element 305 may contain information about the date and time of the 
signing event For example, in FIG. 4, the information in element 305 indicates that the item was 
signed at 8:00 AM on January 1 , 2000. In an alternative embodiment, the year of the signing may 
be stored in a separate element fix)m other date/time infonnation. Element 306 may contain 

10 information about the group afiSliation of the autographer. For example, in FIG, 4, the 

information contained element 306 mdicates that the autographer was affiliated with the "New 
York Yankees", If the item was a musical instrument or the autographer was a musician, the 
element may contain the name of the musical group for which the musician plays. Element 307 
may contain a potQter to a memory location containing the captured image. For example, in FIG. 

15 4, the hexadecimal number "A00E0012" may be associated with the location m memory at which 
the image file began. In an alternative embodiment, element 307 may contain the name of the file 
in which the captured image is stored. The sample database record is only an example of the type 
of database record that may be maintained to store captured images and signmg-related 
information. Alternative records may contain more, less or different information, may categorize 

20 the information m different elements, or may relate the elements in a different order. Moreover, 
in other embodiments of the invention, the signing-related information and captured images may 
be stored in a form that does not use database records. For example, signing-related information 
and captured images may be stored in separate files or locations and a master file for each item or 
group of items may contain pointers or filenames that may be used to retrieve the images and 

25 information. 
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C LAIMS 
WHAT IS CLAIME.D TS: 

1 . A method for authenticatiBg an item on which a signature is imprinted by an autographer, 
5 the method comprising: 

using a camera to capture an image of the signature as it is being imprinted on the item; 

storing the image on a computer readable mediiun; and 

electronically categorizing the image according to signing-related information. 

10 2. The method of claim 1 , including providing a user access to fest information related to the 
image. 

3. The method of claim 2, wherein the access is provided to the user after the user activates a 
hotlink. 

15 

4. The method of claim 2, wherein the user is an owner of the item. 


5. The method of claim 4, including providing a potential buyer access to second information 
related to the image. 

20 

6. The method of claim 5, wherein the owner is provided access to the Eist information 
related to the image after the owner activates an owner hotlink, and the potential buyer is 
provided access to the second information related to the image after the potential buyer 
activates a potential buyer hotlink. 

25 

7. The method of claim 6, wherein the owner hotlink and the potential buyer hotlink are 
related. 


wo 01/88884 


PCT/IJS01/157(K) 


-16- 


8. The method of claim 6, wherein the potential buyer hotlink is created by the owner. 

9. The method of claim 6, wherein the first information related to the image is different fi-om 
the second information related to the image. 

5 

1 0. The method of claim 2, wherein the user is a potential buyer of the item. 

1 1 . The method of claun 2, wherein the user may create an exhibition package including 
information related to the image. 

10 

12. The method of claim 1, wherein the signing-related information is stored in conjunction 
with the image. 

1 3 . The method of claim 1 , herein the signing-related information includes certificate of 
1 5 authenticity information. 

1 4. The method of claim 1 , wherein the signing-related information includes record of 
ownership information. 

20 1 5. The method of claim U wherein the image is an electronic image. 

1 6, The method of claim 1, wherein the image is a physical image, and capturing the image 
includes converting the image to an electronic image. 

25 1 7 The method of claim 1 , wherein the captured image includes an image of at least a portion 
of a signature, the signature being created by the autographer signing the item. 
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1 8. ITie method of claim 1 , including transmitting a signal related to the image from the 
camera to a computer having the computer readable medium. 

19. The method of claim 18, wherein the computer is conunimicatively connected to an owner 
5 computer through a communication network. 

20. The method of claim 18, vvterein the computer is communicatively connected to a 
potential buyer computer through a communication network. 

10 21. The method of claim 1 , including collecting autographer-identifying information. 

22. The method of claim 21 , wherein the autographer-identifying information includes an 
image of the autographer captured during the signing event. 

15 23 . The method of claim 2 1 , wherein collecting autographer-identifying information includes 
capturing a second image, the second image having the autographer as its target. 

24. The method of claim 21, wherein the autographer-identifying information includes a 
biometric sample submitted by the autographer. 

20 

25. The method of claim 21 , wherein the autographer-identifying information includes an 
identiBcation code, 

26. The method of claim 21 , wherein the autographer-identifying information includes a 
25 signature known to have been made by the autographer. 
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27. The method of claim 1 , including sending a trigger signal to the camera to initiate capture 
of the image by the camera. 

28. The method of claim 1 , including sending a trigger signal to the camera to terminate 
5 capture of the image by the camera. 

29. The method of claim I, including uniquely identifying the item. 

30. The method of claim 29, including affixing a unique item identifier to the item, said 

1 0 unique item identifier bearing a representation of identifying information and wherem said 

identifying includes translating the representation mto information related to the xmique 
identification code. 


3 1 . The method of claim 30, wherein the unique item identifier is selected fix)m the group 
1 5 consisting of a radio firequency identification tag, a bar code, and a diffraction grating 

pattern. 


32. The method of claim 1 , wherein the item is a memorabilia item. 


20 33. A method for authenticating an item on which a signature is imprinted by an autographer, 
the method comprising: 
verifying the identity of the autographer; 
identifying the item; 

using a camera to capture an image of the signature as it is being imprinted on the item; 
25 storing the image on a computer readable medium; and 

electronically categorizing the image according to signing-related infomiation. 
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34. A system for authenticating an item on which a signature is imprinted by an autographer, 
the system comprising: 

a camera for capturing an image of the signature as it is being unprinted on the item; 

a computer readable medium for storing data related to the image; and 

a processor for electronically categorizing the data according to signing-related 

information. 

35. The system of claim 34, including a transmitter for transmitting a signal related to the 
image from the camera to the processor. 

36. The system of claim 35, wherein the transmitter is a wireless transmitter. 

37. The system of claim 35, wherein the transmitter is a wire transmitter. 

38. The system of claim 34, wherein the compiiter readable medium is removably attached to 
the camera. 

39. The system of claim 34, wherein the computer readable medium is connected to a 
computer. 

40. ITie system of claim 39, wherein the computer is connected to a second computer through 
a communication network. 


4L 


The system of claim 34, including a second computer readable medium delivered to an 
ovmer of the item along with the item. 
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42. The system of claim 41 , wherein the second computer readable medium contains computer 
readable instructions for accessing the data related to the unage. 

43. The system of claim 42, wherein the computer readable instructions for accessing the data 
5 related to the image include an owner hotlink. 

44. The system of claim 34, wherein the second computer readable medium contains computer 
readable instructions for creating a potential buyer hotlink that can be used by a potential 
buyer to access the image. 

10 

45. The system of claim 34, including a biometric reader for collecting a biometric sample 
submitted by the autographer. 

46. The system of claim 34, wherein the processor receives an identification code submitted 
1 5 by the autographer and comparing it to a stored identification code associated with the 

autographer. 

47. The system of claim 34, wherein the processor compares the signature placed on the item 
by the autographer to a stored signature known to have been made by the autographer. 

20 

48. The system of claim 34, including a second camera for capturing an image of the 
autographer during the signing event. 

49. The system of claim 34, wherein the item is a memorabilia item. 

25 

50. A system for authenticating an item on which a signature is imprinted by an autographer, 
the system comprising: 

means for capturing an image of the signature as it is being imprinted on the item; 
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means for storing data related to the image; and 

means for electronically categorizing the data according to signing-related information. 

5 1 . The system of claim 50, said storing means capable of storing the data in a digital format. 

52. A system for authenticating an item on which a signature is imprinted by an autographer, 
the system comprising: 

a computer readable medium for storing data related to an image of the signature as it is 
being imprinted on the item; 

a processor for electronically categorizing the data according to signing-related 
information; and 

a computer electronically associated with said processor to provide a user access to said 
data. 

53. The system of claim 52, including a communication network and wherein said computer is 
remotely connected to said processor through said communication network. 

54. The system of claim 52, said user being an owner of the item. 

55. The system of claim 52, said processor being a central server. 

56. A system for authenticating an item on which a signature is imprinted by an autographer, 
the system comprising: 

means for storing data related to an image of the signature as it is being imprinted on the 
item; 

means for electronically categorizing the data according to signing-related information; 
and 
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means for providing a user access to said data. 

57. An apparatus for capturing an image, said apparatus comprising: 
a writing instrument capable of imprinting a mark on an item; and 

a camera capable of capturing an image of said mark, said camera carried by said writing 
instrument. 

58. The apparatus of claim 57, wherein the camera is positioned such that the image includes a 
selected target object. 

59. The apparatus of claim 58, wherein the selected target object is a signature made with the 
writing instrument. 

60. The apparatus of claim 57, wherein the position of the camera relative to the writing 
instrument can be changed, 

6L The apparatus of claim 57, wherein said camera includes a charge-coupled device. 

62. The apparatus of claim 57, including a transmitter that sends a signal related to the image 
to a processor. 

63. The apparatus of claim 57, including a computer-readable medimn that receives and stores 
said image. 

64. The apparatus of claim 57, including a triggering signal generator configiired to send a 
signal to the camera to initiate capture of the image. 
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65. The apparatus of claim 64, wherein the signal is sent when the item is within a specified 
distance fi*om the apparatus. 

66. The apparatus of claim 64, wherein the signal is sent when the triggering signal generator 
receives an input signal. 

67. The apparatus of claim 64, wherein the signal is sent when an electromechanical device is 
actuated. 

68. The apparatus of claim 64, wherein the signal is sent periodically. 

69. The apparatus of claim 57, including a triggering signal generator configured to send a 
signal to the camera to terminate capture of the image. 

70. The apparatus of claim 69, wherein the signal is sent when the item is within a specified 
distance firom the apparatus. 

71 . The apparatus of claim 69, wherein the signal is sent when the triggering signal generator 
receives an input signal. 

72. The apparatus of claim 69, wherein the signal is sent when an electromechanical device is 
actuated. 

73. The apparatus of claim 69, wherein the signal is sent periodically. 

74. The apparatus of claim 57, including a coupler having a first end and a second end, said 
first end being connected to said camera and said second end bemg connected to said 
writing instrument. 
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75. The apparatus of claim 57, wherein the writing instrument includes a body, and wherein 
the camera is integrated into the body of the writing instrument. 

76. The apparatus of claim 57, including a power supply. 

5 

77. The apparatus of claim 76, wherein said power supply is a battery. 

78. The apparatus of claim 57, said writing instrument having an interchangeable tip. 

1 0 79. The apparatus of claim 57, said item being a memorabilia item. 

80, An apparatus for capturing an image, said apparatus comprising: 

a writing instrument, having a body with an aperture and capable of imprinting a mark on 
an item; 

15 a camera capable of capturing an image of the mark, said camera substantially disposed 

within said body and capturing the image through said aperture; and 
a transmitter having an antenna which protrudes from said body. 

8L The apparatus of claim 80, said camera including a charge-coupled device. 

20 

82. The apparatus of claim 81 ^ said charge-coupled device being disposed within said body, 

83. The apparatus of claim 80, including a power source. 

25 84. ITie apparatus of claim 83, said power source being a battery. 


85. 


The apparatus of claim 83, said power source being disposed within said body. 
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86. The apparatus of claim 80, said writing instrument having a tip and said lens disposed so 
as to capture an image of the tip. 

87. The apparatus of claim 80, said writing instrument having an interchangeable tip. 

88. The apparatus of claim 80, said item being a memorabilia item. 

89. An apparatus for capturing an image, said apparatus comprising: 

a writing instrument, having a body with an aperture and capable of imprinting a mark on 
an item; 

a camera that captures the image, said camera substantially disposed within said body and 
capturing the image through said aperture; and 
a computer readable medium. 

90. The apparatus of claim 89, said computer readable medium being removably associated 
with the apparatus. 

91 . The apparatus of claim 89, including a power source. 

92. The apparatus of claim 91, said power source being a battery. 

93. The apparatus of claim 91 , said power source being disposed within said body. 

94. The apparatus of claim 91 , said writing instrument having a tip and said lens disposed so 
as to capture an image of the tip. 

95. The apparatus of claim 91, said writing instrument having an interchangeable tip. 
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96. The apparatus of claim 89, said item being a memorabilia item. 

97. An apparatus for capturing an image, said apparatus comprising: 
means for writing capable of imprinting a mark on an item; and 

means for capturing the image of the mark, said means carried by said writing means. 

98. The apparatus of claim 97, including means for transmitting said image. 

99. The apparatus of claim 97, including means for supplying electrical power to the capturing 
means. 

100. The apparatus of claim 97, including means for storing the image. 

10 L An apparatus for capturing an image of a signature bemg unprinted on an item by an 
autographer, said apparatus comprising: 

a writing instrument, having a body with an aperture and capable of capturing an image of 
the signature; 

a unique item identifier attached to said memorabilia item; 

a camera that captures the image, said camera substantially disposed within said body and 
having a lens disposed so as to capture the image through said aperture; and 
a reading device attached to said body for interpreting the unique item identifier. 

102. An apparatus for captunng an image , said apparatus comprising: 
a writing instrument, having a body with an aperture; 

a camera that captures the image, said camera substantially disposed within said body and 
having a lens disposed so as to capture the image through said aperture; and 
a autographer-identifying information collector capable of capturing autographer- 
identifying information and electronically attached to said camera. 
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wherein said camera is prevented from capturing the image until the camera 
receives said signal from said autographer-identifying information collector. 

103. The apparatus of claim 102, said autographer-identifying information being a member 
5 selected fix)m the group consisting of a signature, an image, a biometric sample, a 

fingerprint, and a unique identification code. 

1 04. A computer readable medium with computer readable instructions encoded thereon for: 
receiving an image of a signature being imprinted on an item; 

1 0 receiving at least one piece of signing-related information; and 

writing data related to the image to a computer readable storage element so that it may be 
retrieved according to said at least one piece of signing-related information. 

1 05. The computer readable medium of claim 1 04, said at least one piece of signing-related 
1 5 information including information identifying the autographer. 

1 06. The computer readable medium of claim 1 04, said at least one piece of signing-related 
information including information related to date the item was signed. 

20 1 07, The computer readable medium of claim 1 04, said at least one piece of signing-related 
information including information related to the autographer' s field of endeavor. 

1 08. llie computer readable medium of claim 104, said at least one piece of signing-related 
information including information related to the autographer' s group affihation. 

25 

1 09. The computer readable medium of claim 1 04, said at least one piece of signing-related 
information including information identifying the item. 
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110. The computer readable medium of claim 1 04, the computer readable instructions further 
for providing a user access to the data. 

111. The computer readable medium of claim 1 04, the computer readable instructions further 
for writing the at least one piece of signing-related information to the computer readable 
storage element 


1 1 2. The computer readable medium of claim 1 04, the computer readable instructions further 
for providing a user access to the at least one piece of signing-related informatioiL 

10 

113. The computer readable medium of claim 1 04, said image being received jfrom an owner of 
the item. 


1 1 4, The computer readable medium of claim 1 04, said image being received from a camera, 

15 

115. A computer readable medium having computer readable instructions encoded thereon for; 
displaying a hotlink that can be activated by an owner of a signed item on an owner 
computer; and 

in response to activation of the hotlink by the owner, allowing the owner to access 
20 ioformation related to a signing event for the signed item. 


116. The computer readable medium of claim 1 1 5, wherein allowing the owner to access 
information includes establishing communication between the owner computer and a 
central server through a communication network. 

25 

117, The computer readable medium of claim 1 1 6, wherein the computer readable instructions 
encoded thereon are further for retrieving information identifying the owner and 
submitting the identifying information to a website. 
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118. The computer readable medium of claim 1 16, wherein the computer readable instructions 
encoded thereon are further for retrieving information identifying the signed item and 
submitting the identifying information to a website. 


5 119. The computer readable medium of claim 115, wherein the computer readable instructions 
encoded thereon are further for: 

displaying a hotlink that can be activated by a potential buyer of the signed item on a 
potential buyer computer; and 

in response to activation of the hotlink by the potential buyer, allov^g the potential buyer 
10 to access information related to a signing event for the signed item. 


120, The computer readable mediimi of claim 119, wherein the information the potential buyer 
is allowed to access is diflferent from the information the owner is allowed to access. 


15 121. A computer readable medium having computer readable instructions encoded thereon for: 
displaying a hotlink that can be activated by a potential buyer of a signed item on a 
potential buyer computer; and 

in response to activation of the hotlink by the potential buyer, allowing the potential buyer 
to access information related to a signing event for the signed item. 


20 
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